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THE FALSE PERSPECTIVE OF RELIGIOUS ENTHUSIASM 



REV. HAROLD S. BREWSTER 
New York, N.Y. 



Religion ought to have before all things a keen sense of truth. 
It should be the highest inspiration toward righteousness, which 
it cannot be unless it knows how to determine facts rightly, and 
how, in accordance with those facts, to order itself in the right way. 
Such is the ideal, but unfortunately it has never been to any large 
extent the actual state of the case. For there has been a general 
tendency on the part of the religious mind to misunderstand, to 
misinterpret, and to misuse facts. The tendency, as will be indi- 
cated later, has even gone so far as to insert fictitious circumstances 
into the records of the past. Thus the vision of higher facts has 
become defective; its images are all likely to be more or less dis- 
torted, and it is often blind to many things. 

Obviously this fact and its bearing are very important; and 
some considerations are herewith offered in order to illustrate and 
to explain, to a certain, extent, what may be called the false per- 
spective of religious enthusiasm. This is not done in any con- 
tempt for religious enthusiasm, but rather with a regretful sense 
of the ill effects of the false perspective. However inadequate the 
result may be, it is done in the interest of the truth that should go 
hand in hand with religion. It is an endeavor to disparage the 
processes by which religious prejudice works against the percep- 
tion of actual fact. 

But it may be noted in passing that religious prejudice is not 
the only kind of prepossession that injuriously affects judgment of 
truth. Abt Vogler at his instrument says: 

Each sufferer says his say, his scheme of the weal and the woe: 
But God has a few of us whom he whispers in the ear; 
The rest may reason and welcome: 'tis we musicians know. 

But Abt Vogler was a musician; if he had been a biologist, a man 
of letters, an artist, or a banker, he still would have believed that 
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his life-interest gave him a unique understanding of the world. In 
fact, no one is so convinced of the finality of his peculiar point of 
view as is the man of low habits who, with a cynical sneer, will tell 
you that he "knows the world"; and he would scoff at the thought 
that the ideal minister has as much insight into human nature as 
he has, although it is a fact that the ministers, seeing human nature 
at its best, must know the worst, because it is never so at its best 
as when it is fighting the worst evils. 

We need not think, therefore, that non-religious interests have 
any peculiar advantage in seeing truth accurately. Prejudice is 
an innate quality of human nature, and it is not necessarily intensi- 
fied by religion. The author of Robert Elsmere was (probably still 
is) as dogmatically certain that miracles do not happen as was 
Cardinal Newman that they do. Matthew Arnold spoke with 
papal finality as to his conclusions with regard to Old Testament 
thought, which escaped even more completely many essentials of 
that thought than the rules and canons of the various churches 
escape the spirit of the gospel of Christ. Likewise scientific dog- 
matism may fail as much in giving the whole truth as does religious 
dogmatism. It is perfectly natural that the great scientists who 
did so much for the discovery of new truths should still have been 
subject to the innate dogmatic tendency after they had cast aside 
their old religion. Their fife and thought were centered upon the 
physical universe, and they instinctively formed the dogma that 
life is narrowed down to materialistic confines. They immediately 
felt a need for infallibilism, and the chemistry of today is an echo 
of the theology of yesterday; there we see the dogmatic men of the 
old school vainly trying to uphold the doctrine of the element as 
the final division of matter against the more open-minded younger 
men who may soon demonstrate that there is one original substance 
out of which the elements arise. Moreover, Christian theology 
does not suffer more from old ideas that pervert the spirit of the 
gospel than the law suffers from old precedents and interpretations 
that defeat the ends of justice. The church is not more divided 
into intolerant sects than the medical profession is divided into 
opposing schools which refuse to see good in each other, even when 
it is demonstrated. Dogmatism is everywhere present with us. 
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Even the heretic is likely to be dogmatically certain of the 
finality of his own conclusions. It is often true that his spirit has 
more of the essential Christian kindness than that of his angry 
pursuer; and yet he does not always display the humility that 
ought to be the open-minded Christian attitude which, having given 
up infallibilism, should be ready to question even the conservation 
of energy if new evidence should point in that direction. 

But we are not concerned here with prejudices other than the 
religious. Of all the institutions among men religion ought pri- 
marily to be open to new truth, and yet she has let her preposses- 
sions make havoc of her understanding of actual fact. We need not 
go outside the familiar history of the Christian religion to find in- 
telligence made defective and morality perverted through prejudice. 

Perhaps no worse example could be given than the persecution 
of heretics in the name of Christ. We may not be sure that it 
always takes a thief to catch a thief, but we may be dogmatically 
certain that it always takes a heretic to catch a heretic; for never 
can the intellectual pride and the unkind attitude of the heresy- 
hunter be harmonized with the humility and sympathetic love 
that are the first essentials of the teaching of Jesus. In the heresy 
controversies of Christendom the constraining love of Christ has 
been hideously perverted into a lust for blood. 

But religious enthusiasm was similarly perversive in the doc- 
trine of monasticism. Jerome's teaching of the perpetual virginity 
of the mother of Christ was vastly more of a distortion of plain 
Scripture than the idea of the full human parentage of Jesus is of 
the Creed. In the Jewish mother's way of thinking, when Mary 
lived, it was "a reproach among women" not to have children; and 
Jerome's contrary teaching caused a tremendous loss to Christianity 
in preventing so many of the best men and women from passing on 
their qualities through heredity. It brought about such a perver- 
sion of righteousness that it was considered a holy act for Augustine, 
after his conversion, to leave the mother of his boy a woman of 
the street. 

Again there is that constant tendency on the part of all branches 
of the Christian church to return to some form of the Pharisaic 
legalism against which the original gospel was a protest. It has 
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been noticed more particularly in that type of Christianity tech- 
nically called Catholicism, which has emphasized the formal and 
ceremonial and which, in spite of the injunction that the greatest 
must be the servant of all, has exalted the office in such a way that 
"My Lord Bishop" has become a common title where supreme 
humility is demanded. But evangelical Protestantism has also its 
strict legal aspect, little in accord with the free gospel, as is shown 
in the former stringent rules against pleasures that need not be 
harmful, like card-playing and dancing, or against attendance at the 
theater, which may be made a real uplift in spiritual development. 

Not so painful as these circumstances to consider but very 
significant for the subject is the whole field of history written from 
the ecclesiastical bias. The spirit of such history is suggested by 
Mr. Chesterton's excellent criticism of Dickens' Child's History of 
England, in which he indicates that the difficulty with the book as 
sober history is that the author could not relieve his mind of the 
impression that St. Dunstan was seriously interested in preventing 
the passage of the Reform Bill. It is the quintessence of that 
spirit which led the writer in Chronicles, feeling that the details 
of his own ecclesiastical system were so essential that they must 
have existed from of old, to picture the court of David in the way 
it should have been, without reference to the very different picture 
in the Second Book of Samuel. 

In fact the method of the Chronicler is strikingly instructive 
with regard to the subject in hand. His purpose is to make his 
readers feel that his own religious system is vitally important and 
all else is made subordinate to this purpose. Ancient prophets 
who dealt with circumstances wholly remote from his point of view 
are made to preach his ideas; and figures so entirely out of propor- 
tion to those dealing with the same facts in the books of Samuel 
and Kings as to result in glaring contradictions have found their 
way into his work. The process of the development of the Jewish 
ecclesiastical system from age to age can be traced to a great extent 
in the Old Testament documents of each succeeding generation; 
but in Chronicles, the final stage of this long development is made 
to appear as if it were existing in completeness centuries before it 
could have been known. 
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And yet in spite of the fact that the Chronicler had the books 
of Samuel and of Kings, with their statements so contrary to his 
own, before him, he may have written in perfectly good faith; and 
the psychological process involved in such writing will be con- 
sidered presently. Of course we know that the mediaeval church 
invented pious frauds with the deliberate purpose of deceiving, 
but only a small part of the historical misconceptions of religion 
is the result of deliberate fraud. 

In this matter there is a vast difference between the intention 
to be honest and real truthfulness. It is with honest intention 
that some Roman Catholic authors throw their system back into 
the past and think of St. Peter as a real pope, or dress the early 
clergy in ecclesiastical vestments. To be sure a great Roman 
Catholic scholar like the Abbe Duchesne will frankly give his 
opinion that vestments are a comparatively late development in 
the cultus; but that opinion will not go very far among those who 
like to feel that vestments are an uninterrupted inheritance from 
the Hebrew church. Likewise there is a tendency on the part of 
the ecclesiastically minded to see their own system of worship in 
use at the beginning, and to imagine the "Catholic Liturgies" as 
fully developed in the time when Justin Martyr left his contem- 
porary record of the use of extemporary prayer in the services of the 
church. They will go back even to the early apostolic age and see, 
where St. Paul describes something not unlike the old type of 
Methodist or the modern Salvation Army meeting, a stately mass. 
In fact in that diverting recent Anglican vagary which makes St. 
Paul the bringer of the Gospel to England, one of the crowning 
arguments is the presence of the Pauline liturgy ! 

But such familiar distortions of fact by ecclesiastical writers 
are innumerable. In some quarters it is reverently believed that 
in the so-called "Great Forty Days" between the Resurrection 
and the Ascension, Jesus set forth a complete body of doctrine 
with regard to the church system which is nowhere even suggested 
in his recorded words. Again, there is the theory doggedly main- 
tained, in some places, that the Church of England was never 
really in sympathy with the Church of Rome, although in order to 
get a sense of the absurdity of such a notion one has but to think 
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of the pained expression that would have passed over the placid 
face of the Venerable Bede — a fairly representative Anglican 
churchman of the old time — if it had been suggested to him that 
Rome was not the seat of authority. 

These misconceptions on the part of Christian believers find 
an interesting parallel in the new time sermons recently reported 
from Constantinople. In one of them, the Moslem preacher 
Isma'il Hakki Effendi, dealing with the modern movement, is 
reported to 'have said, " Oh, reverend jurists, there is no religion, 
no code, which advocates constitutionalism as strongly as does 
Islam." But as far as we Westerners have any evidence, the good 
preacher is confusing his own enlightenment with a dark past. 

Now in all these cases the mental process involved is closely 
connected with that fascinating psychic force which has received 
so much attention of late under the name of suggestion. Hypno- 
tism is the most striking manifestation of that force but there is a 
resemblance almost amounting to identity between pure hypnotism 
and the condition that produces the mental results just noted. 
For it is the characteristic of hypnotism that a dominant suggestion 
so influences the hypnotized subject that the surrounding conditions 
appear to him to coincide perfectly with that suggestion — that 
hard actual facts are remolded instantly in conformity to his 
so-called consciousness. People and things out of harmony with 
the hypnotized person's dominant suggestion may occupy the 
center of the field of normal vision without making any impression 
upon him; and at the same time the solid floor may appear to him 
as flowing water, the furniture of the room may seem as rocks and 
trees, while out of nowhere may come birds and flowers. But 
there is no sharp line of demarkation separating this marvelous 
phenomenon from the various more usual manifestations of the 
same process. 

There is, for example, the loss of judgment common under the 
excitement of a religious revival; or the obliviousness to facts in 
the mind of the political partisan who, under the dominance of the 
suggestion of this party's glory, votes, in the course of time, for the 
most contradictory policies; or that strange phenomenon which we 
have all noted with wonder, of the person of somewhat set opinion 
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but good mind, who, apparently having accepted a convincing 
argument or having been told some new fact, will presently talk as 
if such an idea had never entered his mind. But none of these 
cases is more close to hypnotism itself than the pseudo-historical 
judgment just described. The dominant idea of the man with the 
religious prejudice creates impressions of the past that have no 
part in actuality while it makes him oblivious to facts that did 
exist. Thus the Chronicler was so utterly at the mercy of his idea 
of what the history of the past ought to have been that his mind 
was impervious to any true impression of what the books of Samuel 
and Kings set forth. He eliminates from the records of the past 
or inserts into them whatever his ruling suggestion demands by 
a process that surely is not related to scientific history and that 
most probably he felt to be truthful. 

But the Chronicler's mental process is not one whit different 
from that of the religious students of his work almost down to the 
present day. The glaring inconsistencies between himself and 
his predecessors were hardly noticed or else explained away in 
trivial arguments by men whose minds were really great, and who 
were perfectly familiar with the entire Bible. They were under 
the dominant suggestion of the inerrancy of the Scriptures, and 
difficulties like the two varying accounts of the death of Judas 
or the contradiction between the Sermon on the Mount and the 
imprecatory Psalms were to them inconsiderable. 

Everywhere this strange mental habit interferes with the 
vision of truth; and one will not get very far with the solution of a 
problem like that of the Johannine authorship of the Fourth Gospel, 
for instance, either if he starts with the firm conviction that the 
apostle must have written it, or if he begins with the immovable 
assurance that this could not be the case. A German scholar may 
have his whole truth-getting faculty weakened by a desire to con- 
nect his name with the establishment of a certain theory, just as 
easily as an orthodox English conservative may lose true judgment 
in saving this faith. Schmiedel is as thoroughly oblivious to the 
exaltation of the character of Jesus Christ in the Synoptic Gospels 
as Pusey was to the insurmountable difficulties in the old theory 
of the nature of the Book of Daniel. 
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Now in the religious misunderstanding of fact, the controlling 
idea to which all else has had to conform has usually been that of 
infallible authority. In so-called Catholicism, the church itself 
has been the final authority, and all truth has had to be interpreted 
in accordance with the mind of the church: so that such treatment 
as the Modernists are receiving today by the Roman church has 
been, in the Roman Catholic premises, necessary whenever new 
teaching has appeared. But Protestantism, as soon as it arose, 
also felt a need for an unquestionable authority, and it turned 
instinctively to the inerrant finality of the Scriptures, which had 
always been understood as a fact by the church and in which idea 
the difficulties had diminished as the prevailing ignorance increased. 
Of course the differing points of view in the supposedly infallible 
Scriptures allowed a wider field of vision than the one official view of 
the church, but orthodox Protestantism has had increasing difficulty 
and has produced more and more grotesque results in trying to 
make the new conform to the old. 

But new truth will insist upon coming to the light. In the end 
it is accepted in spite of supposed authority to the contrary. In 
the Bible monarchy is the received form of government, and for 
centuries rulers have had the solemn anointing of the church; but 
Protestant believers in the Bible have been largely influential in 
building up a republic on this continent to which the authoritative 
voices of the Roman Catholic prelates have given adherence. 
Slavery is sanctioned in the Bible, and it was allowed by the early 
church; but in the modern Christian consciousness it is as much 
an evil as the polygamy which the Old Testament attributes to 
the patriarchs and nowhere forbids. 

Facts like these should make Christian believers see that the 
perception of truth is a growing thing. They should learn from 
them that, each succeeding age attains a new vision that ought to 
readjust old understandings rather than be readjusted by them. 
But to see new truth clearly and to understand it properly is a 
very difficult process. 

For humanity is weak in its exercise of the power of judgment. 
The law itself has not developed any appreciable capacity for 
judging a case righteously in accordance with its present intrinsic 
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merits; it still relies largely upon the inadequate and contradictory 
authorities of the past. In such a matter, likewise, as the study of 
history it is easier to quote blindly some good historian in regard 
to a mooted point than to try to find whether the generally accurate 
writer has not, in this case, succumbed to the error that will, at 
times, interfere with the best human judgment. But judgment 
is nowhere more lacking than in the ordinary method of religious 
argumentation which piles up everything that can be said in favor 
of the point it desires to establish, magnifying trivialities that 
make for its establishment, and minimizing all that is strong in the 
opposing point of view. There is a lack of that true reasonable- 
ness which weighs evidence accurately, determining justly the 
weaknesses on one's own side, and accrediting honestly that which 
is weighty in the contrary belief. 

This is the process that really determines personality; and it 
should be noted that the method is more than simple logic. True 
reason requires something besides the automatic working of the 
logical faculty. For logic is practically automatic; and within 
his premises, the insane man is, as a rule, perfectly logical. The 
logic of the hypnotized person, also, is mechanically exact in accord- 
ance with his controlling suggestion. In those strange so-called 
dual and multiple personalities the suggestion of the new person- 
ality is adhered to, sometimes for years, with unswerving logic. 
But the so-called dual personality is not a personality at all. With 
apologies to the memory of the painstaking work of F. W. H. Myers, 
the phenomenon lacks precisely that which gives true personality — 
the judgment that can weigh suggestions wisely and that can 
determine the approximate value of premises. 

The lack of such judgment in the masses is the strength of the 
cheap revivalist as well as of the political boss. It is also the cause 
of the too long persistence of many outworn religious assumptions. 
If religion is to be healthy and strong, maintaining the new growth 
characteristic of every living thing, it must maintain this sane 
power of discerning the weight of its premises. 

In such attainment two qualities are essential. First there is 
the humility that overcomes the intellectual pride of infallibilism. 
It is the childlike willingness to learn which is necessary for the 
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salvation of erring humanity. The child realizes that he does not 
know very much, and he is eager to learn more; and that attitude 
is imitated by the scientific investigator in his peculiar sphere. 
The man of science, to be sure, often assumes an unworthy atti- 
tude of finality in matters concerning philosophy and religion to 
which he has not given due attention; but in his laboratory, he 
sits humbly in the presence of actual facts and lets them speak to 
him without any suggestive interruption on his part. 

That man, that nation, or that church which cannot, in this 
humble spirit, open itself to new light is doomed, sooner or later, 
to grope in blinding darkness. No more instructive lesson in his- 
tory has ever been taught than that which we learned only yester- 
day when we saw a tremendous empire, in which it is a crime to 
breathe the slightest syllable against either Church or state, biting 
the dust before a small island people which is constantly sending 
keen observers into every corner of the world in order to find how it 
may improve itself. The Japanese defeat of Russia is a splendid 
test of the value of the childlike willingness to learn — the humility 
that waits on faith. 

The other essential quality is sympathy. We can never under- 
stand anything with which we cannot, in some way, sympathize. 
We must in imagination put ourselves in our opponents' places if 
we are to know and tell the truth about them. If one has ever 
read a Buddhist or a Mohammedan discussion of Christianity with 
its insistence that the mistakes of Christendom are the necessary 
outcome of the Christian system, he can get a fair idea of the 
ordinary Christian discussion of Buddhism or of Mohammedanism. 
It is the most difficult intellectual process to comprehend fairly 
unaccustomed feeling or thought. It demands that we shall not 
indiscriminately attribute to that thought and feeling qualities 
which our logic would find to be a necessary inference from them. 
In all probability those who hold to a different system from ours 
do not apply our logic to it. If we are to understand them, we are 
not to tell them what they ought to think and feel under their 
premises, but we are to let them tell us what they actually do think 
and feel. Intellectually speaking, many who have entertained 
"strangers have thereby entertained angels unawares." 
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Now, if there be any truth in the foregoing discussion, there is a 
call today, in religion, for very careful and accurate thinking. If 
a man has no interest in religion he cannot be sure, for that reason, 
that his mental perspective is not falsified by some other prejudice. 
If a man is interested in religion, he ought, for the purification of 
that religion, to be as sure as he may that his view of truth is not 
obstructed or darkened through his enthusiasm. If his faith is 
really strong and free he will not hesitate to use honestly the high- 
est gift his Maker has bestowed upon him — his judgment. 



